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The administration of Venezuelan President Hugo Chavez has been hit by a wave of protests, the
strongest since he took office. In late March, university students, oil workers, teachers, and retired
people were all in the streets protesting government policies. Although he still enjoys massive
support from the poor, Chavez has the handicap of an inherited US$21 billion in unpaid state wages
and pensions, a figure that exceeds the nation's foreign debt.
By March 30, the oil workers union had ended a two-day strike and the teachers union ended a
three-day walkout. While steel workers walked off the job at the nation's largest steel plant, student
groups clashed at the Universidad Central, and pensioners marched through downtown Caracas.
Chavez's two-year-old government blames the wave of strikes and protests on a campaign to create
chaos and "destabilize" the government. Venezuela's trade unions are the last power base of the two
traditional political parties that ruled Venezuela for 40 years, and they have frequently challenged
Chavez's labor policies. The Fuerza Bolivariana de Trabajadores (FBT), a labor group affiliated with
Chavez's Movimiento V Republica, said the latest strikes and protests were aimed at influencing the
coming elections to renew the leadership of Venezuela's labor movement.
A December referendum paved the way for union elections later this year (see NotiSur, 2000-12-08).
"The conflicts are being used as a political instrument, now that trade-union elections are scheduled
to take place, independent of whether some of the demands are fair," said FBT leader Angel
Rodriguez. But Leon Arismendi, a leader of the opposition Confederacion de Trabajadores de
Venezuela (CTV), said, "The government has provoked all these conflicts itself."

Decree called move to "Cubanize" education
Protests against the educational reforms began in early February, when civic groups staged two
major protests in Caracas and announced plans for more demonstrations against Decree 1011,
which strengthens the state's role in overseeing both private and public educational institutions (see
NotiSur, 2001-02-09). The decree allows the government to dismiss teachers and administrators in
both private and public schools based on reports by inspectors chosen by the minister of education.
Chavez says the reforms are designed to make education more accessible to poor children.
In 1999, he eliminated registration fees in public schools, allowing thousands more children to
attend class. He also created pilot programs in 500 schools that provide children with free meals,
medical care, and eight hours of classes a day. Opponents filed a motion with the Tribunal Supremo
de Justicia (TSJ) to overturn the decree, saying the government could use it to fire educators who
resist teaching the president's "leftist" ideology. They also object to the plan to bring Cuban
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educators to train Venezuelan elementary and high school teachers, part of an agreement that
allows Cuba to exchange goods and services for Venezuelan oil.
Education Minister Hector Navarro blamed "education merchants" for the complaints regarding
educational policies. He said the controversial decree was based on Article 106 of the 1999
Constitution, which requires that all educational institutions be subject to strict state oversight and
control. "The aim is to create a group of supervisors who answer directly to the minister and who
report irregularities that might arise in any institution," such as charging tuition in public schools,
poor quality teachers, dilapidated buildings, or school principals who divert funds, said Navarro.
The protests escalated in late March, with thousands of opponents of the education reforms
demonstrating in the streets of Caracas and other major cities. "This is the overwhelming voice
of Venezuelan society," said Elias Santana, head of the nongovernmental organization Queremos
Eligir, speaking to a crowd of about 3,000 in a plaza in Caracas.
The demonstrators were asking that the TSJ speed up its deliberations on the injunction filed four
months ago to stop Decree 1011. A slogan on a poster carried by one protester that read, "Don't
mess with my children," brought a strong reaction from Chavez. "How selfish they are!" said the
president. "'Don't mess with my children!' And the rest? They should die of hunger? They should
not have an education? That is the savage neoliberal doctrine....They look at everyone else as if they
were riffraff. Yes, we are riffraff."
The president says he has the support of the poor and the reforms will go forward. He said the
government is not trying to "Cubanize" education but is creating "a Bolivarian model." "We accept
Cuba's support and are grateful for it and the help of any other country such as Brazil or Mexico,"
said Chavez.

University students and public school teachers protest
Hundreds of students and a group of professors and staff occupied part of the campus of the
Universidad Central on March 28 to demand the resignation of the school's leadership and call
for a "revolution" in higher education. The protesters say the university's leadership is part of a
conservative elite. University President Giussepe Gianneto canceled classes at the 51,000-student
campus. "I'm not going to resign because I was legitimately elected" by the university's professors,
Gianneto said. "I'm not going to talk with these protesters. They are violent youngsters." Dozens of
students held a counterdemonstration to demand that the protesters be evicted and classes resume.
The government condemned the protests and appealed for dialogue.
On March 28, public-school teachers walked off the job for the third time this year to demand that
the government resume talks regarding a pay raise. Venezuela's teachers earn an average of US$360
per month. Last October, the government approved an increase to US$430 per month, but the raise
has not been paid. The strike ended after 72 hours.

Oil workers fail to win concessions
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The oil workers strike had been brewing for some time. "A new conflict in Venezuela's oil
industry is inevitable," said Carlos Ortega, president of the Federacion de Trabajadores Petroleros
(FEDEPETROL), in mid-February. Ortega said the state oil monopoly Petroleos de Venezuela
(PDVSA) failed to honor a 10% wage increase promised to all public-sector workers last year by
Chavez. He also said that PDVSA is trying to take back an advance granted to oil workers during
contract negotiations in 2000.
A PDVSA spokesperson said the 10% wage hike did not pertain to oil workers and the terms of
the labor agreement required oil workers to reimburse the company for advance bonuses after
the contract is signed. Oil workers received 60% raises last year and earn an average of US$484
a month. The oil workers went on strike on March 28. The following day, National Guard troops
were deployed to guard oil refineries, government buildings, and major highways to deter violence
during the strike. Chavez ordered the deployment after workers clashed with police while trying to
stop trucks from leaving two gasoline-distribution plants in the western state of Zulia.
The unions claimed 37,000 of 40,000 workers were striking; the company said most were on the
job. The oil workers ended the strike after two days without winning the wage hikes they were
demanding. Union leaders denounced strong "repression" by the government and the "arbitrary"
detention of 120 oil workers who were participating in protests in Zulia.
In a communique, FEDEPETROL said that the first stage of protests had ended and that "we want
dialogue with the authorities. The country is caught up in a climate of ferment and conflict." PDVSA
president Gen. Guaicaipuro Lameda said the industry has it own schedule for wage increases.
Analysts say only an arbitration panel can end the conflict, given the different interpretations of the
presidential decree on wage rises.
Meanwhile, employees of the Orinoco steelworks, Venezuela's leading steel plant, also declared
a 48-hour walkout. Ramon Machuca, a leader of the company union, said 90% of the nearly 6,000
workers walked out, although company executives said half the employees showed up for work.

Chavez's popularity holds despite protests
Chavez's popularity remains high, in part as a result of strong oil prices. The president's approval
ratings stand above 62%, higher than the 56% he enjoyed when he was elected in December 1998.
"No president has had such high popularity and credibility ratings after two years in office," said
economist Luis Vicente Leon, director of the polling firm Datanalisis. "He probably won't suffer a
drop in popularity until there are real problems in the market for oil."
"The lack opposition is key; it is fragmented, without clear leadership, with soapbox leaders who
have nothing behind them, neither a party nor people," said Leon to the Inter Press Service.
"There is no option; there is nowhere else to go." He said the opposition is incapable of uniting or
shoring up its popularity, despite the media's across-the-board criticism of Chavez. "The criticism
could destabilize Chavez, but the opposition has no way to capitalize on it," said Leon. "The only
possible outcome, if destabilization occurs, is chaos." Leon said the polls show confidence in Chavez
leadership. "For example, 90% of people criticize the government for the lack of public safety, and
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80% for the high unemployment," said Leon. "But the same proportion is confident that he will be
able to resolve the problems and believes that the government has the resources to work them out."

-- End --
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